
7/1/11 

1 

Keeping	
  a	
  lab	
  notebook	
  

OITE	
  Bootcamp	
  2011	
  
Adele	
  Blackler	
  and	
  Kevin	
  Vannella	
  

Why	
  keep	
  a	
  lab	
  notebook	
  

•  Keep	
  a	
  record	
  of	
  experiments	
  and	
  experimental	
  
setup	
  
– WriDen	
  records	
  are	
  useful	
  in	
  many	
  seEngs	
  besides	
  
wetlabs.	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

•  To	
  be	
  able	
  to	
  accurately	
  reproduce	
  experiments	
  
months	
  or	
  years	
  later	
  

•  Allow	
  others	
  to	
  reproduce	
  your	
  experiments	
  
•  Aid	
  in	
  trouble-­‐shooIng	
  failed	
  experiments	
  
•  Primary	
  source	
  for	
  wriIng	
  the	
  methods	
  for	
  a	
  
scienIfic	
  poster	
  or	
  paper	
  

Types	
  of	
  notebooks:	
  Bound	
  

•  Pages	
  are	
  bound	
  or	
  sewn	
  together	
  
•  Advantages	
  

–  Portable	
  
–  Inexpensive	
  
–  Pages	
  won’t	
  get	
  lost	
  or	
  out	
  of	
  order	
  
–  Can	
  tape	
  in	
  data	
  sheets	
  

•  Disadvantages	
  
–  Not	
  easily	
  searchable	
  
–  Can’t	
  reorder	
  pages	
  
–  Difficult	
  to	
  copy	
  
–  Requires	
  legible	
  hand-­‐wriIng	
  

Types	
  of	
  notebooks:Loose-­‐leaf	
  

•  Three-­‐ring	
  binder	
  
•  Advantages	
  

– Portable	
  
– Can	
  insert	
  other	
  experimental	
  data	
  sheets	
  
(computer	
  printouts)	
  

•  Disadvantages	
  
– Not	
  easily	
  searchable	
  
– Requires	
  legible	
  hand-­‐wriIng	
  
– Pages	
  may	
  fall	
  out	
  or	
  get	
  out	
  of	
  order	
  

Types	
  of	
  notebooks:Electronic	
  
•  Computer	
  program	
  or	
  computer	
  record	
  
•  Advantages	
  

– Searchable	
  
– Can	
  be	
  easily	
  backed	
  up	
  and	
  duplicated	
  
– Can	
  be	
  linked	
  with	
  any	
  electronic	
  data	
  

•  Disadvantages	
  
– Requires	
  a	
  laptop	
  for	
  portability	
  
– Need	
  to	
  learn	
  new	
  computer	
  soXware	
  
– TheX,	
  damage	
  or	
  file	
  corrupIon	
  

Many	
  labs	
  already	
  have	
  standard	
  notebooks,	
  it	
  
is	
  best	
  to	
  follow	
  the	
  lab	
  standard	
  

Types	
  of	
  Pens	
  
•  Make	
  sure	
  the	
  

lab	
  pen	
  you	
  
use	
  is	
  fairly	
  
resistant	
  to	
  
spills	
  

•  Do	
  not	
  use	
  
pencil	
  

•  Avoid	
  sharpies-­‐
they	
  can	
  easily	
  
bleed	
  through	
  
pages,	
  making	
  
mulIple	
  
entries	
  illegible	
  

Image	
  from	
  hDp://www.swarthmore.edu/NatSci/cpurrin1/notebookadvice.htm	
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Front	
  secIon	
  of	
  notebook	
  

•  Your	
  name,	
  lab,	
  project	
  
•  Any	
  abbreviaIons	
  and	
  special	
  notes	
  

– Sample	
  labeling	
  convenIons	
  

•  Table	
  of	
  contents	
  
– Date	
  
– What	
  experiment	
  was	
  completed	
  

– Page	
  numbers	
  

Notebook	
  front	
  secIon	
  example	
  

Notebook	
  entry	
  organizaIon	
  
•  Headings:	
  Date,	
  Itle	
  of	
  experiment	
  
•  Body:	
  All	
  steps	
  of	
  experimental	
  protocol	
  (including	
  
deviaIons	
  from	
  prescribed	
  protocol)	
  Buffer	
  
composiIons,	
  any	
  observaIons	
  

•  Closing:	
  Results	
  (include	
  pictures	
  if	
  possible)	
  
•  If	
  your	
  notebook	
  doesn’t	
  have	
  numbered	
  pages,	
  
number	
  them	
  

Notebook	
  entries	
  are	
  not	
  unlike	
  cooking	
  recipes	
  	
  

Notebook	
  Example	
  

“Best	
  PracIces”	
  Lab	
  notebook	
  entry	
  
Date and experiment title 

Objective or hypothesis 

Description of buffer 
Molarity, and what was weighed 
Manufacture and catalog # of 
reagents 

Very detailed 
descriptions 

Always include 
centrifuge 
conditions Always include 
measurements 

Explanation 
of each step 

Labeled storage space 

Make	
  use	
  of	
  prewriDen	
  protocols	
  
•  Plan	
  each	
  experiment	
  out	
  before	
  beginning	
  

•  Can	
  tape	
  typed	
  protocols	
  in	
  notebook	
  as	
  long	
  as	
  there	
  is	
  
room	
  for	
  edits	
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Organize	
  by	
  experiment,	
  not	
  date	
  
Pg. 24 

Pg. 25 

Pg. 26 

Pg. 27 

Multi-day 
experiment, 
kept on 
sequential 
notebook 
pages 

Different experiment 
started during this 
time 
New notebook page 
started with room to 
finish previous 
experiment 
It’s OK to have blank 
pages in your 
notebook 

Organize	
  by	
  experiment,	
  electronically	
  

CriIque	
  this	
  lab	
  notebook	
  entry	
  

Lab	
  books	
  can	
  be	
  used	
  in	
  mulIple	
  
seEngs	
  

•  Notebooks	
  are	
  not	
  just	
  for	
  wet-­‐lab.	
  	
  	
  
•  Clinical	
  work,	
  paIent	
  interviews.	
  	
  Need	
  detailed	
  
records	
  of	
  any	
  paIent	
  interacIon	
  

•  For	
  computer	
  work,	
  use	
  notebooks	
  to	
  record	
  
soXware	
  versions,	
  command	
  series,	
  databases	
  
used	
  

•  For	
  animal	
  work,	
  use	
  notebooks	
  to	
  record	
  room	
  
temperatures,	
  starIng	
  and	
  ending	
  Imes,	
  injecIon	
  
Imes,	
  habituaIon	
  Imes,	
  any	
  outside	
  interference	
  

Final	
  Ips	
  
•  Your	
  notebook	
  should	
  be	
  readable,	
  but	
  don’t	
  
worry	
  about	
  appearance	
  outside	
  of	
  that.	
  	
  It	
  
will	
  get	
  spilled	
  on.	
  	
  That	
  is	
  OK	
  

•  Always	
  keep	
  your	
  notebook	
  with	
  you	
  in	
  the	
  
lab.	
  	
  Update	
  it	
  as	
  soon	
  as	
  possible.	
  	
  Good	
  
Imes	
  to	
  update	
  are:	
  	
  
– washing	
  and	
  incubaIon	
  periods	
  
– at	
  the	
  beginning	
  and	
  end	
  of	
  the	
  day	
  

•  This	
  should	
  be	
  an	
  accurate	
  record	
  of	
  your	
  
work,	
  don’t	
  try	
  and	
  rely	
  on	
  memory	
  to	
  
recreate	
  your	
  experiments	
  

•  BACK	
  UP	
  DATA!	
  	
  Speak	
  with	
  co-­‐workers/IT	
  staff	
  
if	
  necessary.	
  


